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A Note on the Number of 1933 Famine
Victims

MICHAEL ELLMAN*

In A RECENT paper in this journal! Wheatcroft estimated the number of victims of
the 1932-33 famine at 4 to 5 million. The purpose of this note is to draw attention
to new data which imply that the number was actually substantially larger.

Recently Soviet scholars have been given access to the materials of the 1937
census. Using this and other archival material they have published important data
on the demographic history of the 1930s, an example of which is set out in Table 1.
Its three authors work in the demographic section of the Goskomstat research
institute and it was published in the leading Soviet statistical journal.

TABLE 1

ESTIMATED POPULATION OF THE USSR IN 1927-1940 (MILLIONS)

Population at

beginning of Rates per thousand
year Births  Deaths  Increase Births Deaths  Increase
1927 148.7 7.0 4.0 3.0 46.3 26.5 19.7
1928 151.6 6.9 3.9 3.1 45.3 25.3 20.0
1929 154.7 6.9 4.1 2.7 44.1 26.5 17.6
1930 157.4 6.7 4.3 2.4 42.2 27.0 15.2
1931 159.8 6.5 4.5 2.0 40.5 28.0 12.5
1932 161.9 5.8 4.8 1.1 35.9 29.5 6.5
1933 162.9 5.5 11.5 —-5.9 34.7 71.6 —36.9
1934 156.8 4.8 3.4 1.4 30.4 21.7 8.7
1935 158.2 5.2 3.3 2.0 33.0 20.6 12.4
1936 160.1 5.6 3.2 2.4 34.6 20.0 14.7
1937 162.5 6.5 3.6 3.0 39.9 21.7 18.2
1938 165.5 6.5 3.5 3.0 39.0 20.9 18.2
1939 188.8 7.6 3.8 3.8 40.0 20.1 20.0
19402 192.6 7.0 4.2 2.8 36.1 21.7 14.4
19412 195.4 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Note: *Contemporary frontiers.

Source: E. Andreev, L. Darsky & T. Khar’kova, ‘Opyt otsenki chislennosti naseleniya SSSR
1926-1941 gg’, Vestnik statistiki, 7 (1990). (The apparent discrepancies in the column ‘Increase’
are due to rounding errors.)

Using this table, the following simple calculations can be made.
(1) The decline in the population of the USSR in 1933 was 5.9 million.

(2) The number of famine deaths in 1933 equals the actual deaths in 1933 (11.5
million) less the normal level of deaths in 1933. An estimate of the ‘normal’ level



